* CHAPTER 1§,

THE SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTION AND GLOBAL IMPACT

During the seventeenth century, major scientific discoveries occurred in Westerp
Europe, along with increasingly precise statements of the general scientific
method. Western science built on earlier contacts, particularly with Arab science,
but now it pressed further. Some discoveries provided Europeans with an under.
standing scientists in other societies had assumed for some time—for example,
that the earth is not the center of the universe. Others provided brand new knowl-
edge. Along with the specific findings came an excitement about science, a belief
(among some) that science should serve as the centerpiece for all knowledge—
and these features had never before developed in any culture, despite important
scientific traditions dating back many centuries.

The scientific revolution, and the disputes it roused, particularly with reli-
gious authorities, quickly had major impact within Europe. Religion declined,
though it hardly disappeared. Scientific approaches began to be applied to social
topics, as well as topics in the physical universe. New relationships between sci-
ence and technological innovation began to develop. Much of this extension oc-
curred during the eighteenth century, in the Enlightenment.

Ultimately, Western science would spread widely, and indeed many societies
would begin to contribute to modern scientific work. During the early modern
period, however, reactions were somewhat more mixed and tentative. The Ot-
toman Empire, for example, with a proud scientific tradition of its own, hesitated
to import much Western science. Japan, fairly isolated culturally during the sev-
enteenth century, began to allow translations of Western scientific work after
about 1720; the Japanese encountered this work through their trading contacts
with the Dutch. China, again with an important scientific tradition of its own,.
maintained some contact with Western discoveries but would not begin to incor-
porate them thoroughly until the late nineteenth century. Russia (see chapter 19)
by the eighteenth century tried actively to import new kinds of scientific training,

The documents that follow highlight some of the key features of the scien-
tific revolution itself, They also allow consideration of several different reactions,
where comparison becomes essential, They help explain why the new science,

though Western in origin, would ultimately spur global changes in intellectual
life and in education.
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ISSUE 17

Was the Scientific
Revolution Revolutionary?

YES: Edward Grant, from “When Did Modern Science Begin?”
American Scholar (Winter 1997)

NO: Steven Shapin, from The Scientific Revolution (University of
Chicago Press, 1996)

ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: Distinguished professor emeritus of history and philosophy of
science Edward Grant argues that there was a revolution in science
that took place in the seventeenth century; however, it might have

been delayed by centuries if several key developments between
1175 and 1500 had not paved the way for it.

NO: Professor of sociology and historian of science Steven Shapin
questions the idea of a Scientific Revolution, suggesting greater

continuity with the past and rejecting a single time/space event we
might call a Scientific Revolution.
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For Edward Grant, there was undoubtedly a .m..umuamn wm.wco_mmon. e
sees the fields of astronomy, cosmology, and physics undergoing “momen-
tous changes” over the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Eo€m<mn_. he mmmc
documents a series of events—the translation of Greek wma E.mumn wﬂ.mb.umn\
philosophical works into Latin, the formation of the medieval E.:ﬁw.!aa and
the emergence of a class of theologian/natural philosophers—without which
the Scientific Revolution would not have occurred when it did.

Steven Shapin begins with a boldly revisionist declaration: “There was no
such thing as the Scientific Revolution.” Reflecting a postmodern view of the
world, Shapin questions whether or not it is even possible to speak about an
“essence” of something called “science.” Instead of a single, discrete entity, he
sees a wide variety of ways of understanding, explaining, and controlling the
natural world. If we list the characteristics of the so-called revolution, Shapin
believes we will find that experimental method, mathematical approaches,
and even mechanical conceptions of nature were both advocated and rejected
by people who thought of themselves as scientists.

Both Grant and Shapin acknowledge continuity with the medieval past
rather than a radical break from it. And, both would agree that the past did not
become the “modern world” at a single historical moment. Where they differ,
is that Grant does see a seventeenth-century turning point—although rooted
in a steady forward progression—whereas, Shapin insists that every develop-
ment we might label revolutionary had “significantly variant contemporary




